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Your ability to sell an idea to your boss, co-workers or clients is critical 
to your success. If you can’t win their approval when it matters the 
most, you will likely come to a standstill in your career. 

A good idea on its own is often not enough. You have to be able to 
make a connection with your audience and team members, to understand 
what they need and want, and to show how your idea can help them to 
achieve that.

However, these presentation and persuasion skills might not come naturally 
to you. For example, you may feel awkward and intimidated by having to stand 
up and pitch your idea. Or, you could be unsure of how to answer questions 
about some of the finer details of your presentation.

But remember that it isn’t just about you! Your audience members are really 
only concerned with their own needs, or with the needs of the organization, as 
they interpret them. So, if you can address their “what’s in it for me?” reaction, 
you’ll be well on your way to bringing them round to your way of thinking.

In this Skillbook, we’ll explore how you can show people what’s in it for them 
in a way that is clear, respectful and dignified. There will be no manipulation 
or tricks, just solid techniques that will help you to influence their decisions in 
your favor. 

So, in around an hour, we’ll look at:

•	 Using the “Rhetorical Triangle” to craft credible messages.
•	 Applying the “AIEDA” approach for maximum impact. 
•	 Telling stories to connect with your audience.

1. Introduction
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2. Using Rhetoric and Being Persuasive

Being persuasive is one of the best ways to sell your idea to a manager 
or an audience, but for most of us it’s not a skill we can simply conjure 
up when needed. To put forward a good argument, we need time to 
think about what we want to say, and how we want to say it. 

Fortunately, there’s a useful tool that can help you to do this: the Rhetorical 
Triangle. This is a framework that helps you to gather your thoughts, and to 
present your idea, in the best possible way. 

The Rhetorical Triangle
There are three aspects of your argument to consider when using the 
Rhetorical Triangle:

1.	 You.
2.	 Your audience.
3.	 The context.

To sell your idea effectively, you need to consider and balance all of these 
factors.

Figure 1. The Rhetorical Triangle
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Example:

We’ll refer to the following example as we work through the rest of this 
workbook:

You manage a department within your organization, and you’ve come up 
with a plan to rearrange your team’s responsibilities, so that each person can 
make better use of their talents.

You’re encouraging them to speak up, to show initiative, and to work more 
collaboratively, with the hope that they’ll gain more of a sense of purpose.

But the restructure will require a salary evaluation for each role, and a number 
of increases will likely be recommended. 

You believe that the improvement in team engagement and productivity will 
more than offset the financial cost, despite the company’s resources being 
stretched by a recent acquisition.

In the next chapter, we’ll explore how to apply the first part of the Rhetorical 
Triangle to this scenario.

Tip:
An important element in getting your ideas across to other people is 
assertiveness. This is your ability to stand up for yourself and what you 
believe in, without being either passive or aggressive. 

https://www.mindtools.com/community/pages/article/newCDV_69.php


What might people assume about you when 
they first meet you?

They might assume that I’m just another manager, 
only interested in the bottom line.

What motives will people expect you to have?
They might expect that I want to get more work 
out of them, that I’m seeking to make job cuts, or 
that all I want to do is make life easier for myself.

What motives do you need to communicate?
I might need to give my opinion about the 
relationship between motivation, productivity and 
the task that a person is assigned.

What expertise and experience do you have 
that would lead people to trust you?

I have been a manager long enough to be 
confident in leading this project, especially as I 
have experience of reorganizing departments.
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3. Thinking About You

The first of the three Rhetorical Triangle factors to consider is how well 
you deliver your message. Successful managers and business people 
can often be skeptical, and may be very experienced at spotting 
someone who isn’t being authentic during a presentation. 

If this describes your audience, you’ll need to tell them why they should trust 
your opinion. They may be trying to second-guess your motives, and while 
some of their assumptions may be right, some will be wrong, so it’s worth 
preparing a response for that.

So, establish your credibility with your audience by positively communicating 
who you are. 

In the first column of the table below, we have set out some questions that you 
can ask yourself, as a way to assess your credibility. The second column shows 
some answers that you might give in the example situation that we outlined on 
page 3. 

Action:
Think of an idea that you want to sell in real life, or use the example on the 
previous page. Consider what you need to reveal about yourself, so that 
your audience believes that your message is genuine and credible, and 
not tainted by ulterior motives. Record your thoughts in the table on the 
next page.



Why Should Your Audience Listen to You?

What assumptions might people make, and how will you deal with these?

What motives will people expect you to have that you may need to address?

What motives do you need to communicate?

What expertise and experience do you have that you need to communicate?
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Who are the members of my audience? My team and my boss. It’s my boss who can 
approve the department reorganization proposal.

What do they expect? She expects a concise summary, details and a link 
to the bottom line.

How will my idea benefit them? Performance will improve, and the boost in 
productivity will lead to increased profits.

Why are they interested? Her own performance rating is linked to 
organizational profits.

What emotion can I appeal to, as a way to 
connect with them?

Perhaps she’ll get excited by hearing about the 
new energy and initiative in the team that the 
restructure will support.
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4. Understanding Your Audience

Now, think about your audience members. How will your message 
affect them, and how can you engage with them emotionally? 

You can decide what it is about your idea that will appeal to them 
the most once you understand their motivations. You’ll need to go 

beyond pointing out the features and benefits, to sell your idea effectively, and 
highlight the emotional payoff. 

Let’s apply this second part of the Rhetorical Triangle in terms of the example 
from page 3. Instead of saying that rearranging jobs will improve productivity, 
you could explain to your team members how the reorganization could help 
them to gain autonomy, to get a promotion, or to enjoy their jobs more.

Now, ask yourself the questions in the table below, in relation to each person 
or group in the audience, and reflect on the answers in the second column.

Action:
Choose one individual or group in your audience, and discover all that 
you can about their motivations. You’ll want to be able to show how your 
idea will have a positive impact on them. Record your answers in the table 
on the next page.



My Audience

Who are the members of this group?

What do they expect?

How will my idea benefit them – practically and also at a deeper, emotional level?

Why are they interested in what I’ve got to say? 

What emotional connection can I try to forge with them?
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5. Establishing the Context

Your audience needs to understand your message, and to believe it – and 
you can enable them to do this. Set out the context by explaining your 
idea, and provide supporting information to back up your claims. 

Let’s apply this third part of the Rhetorical Triangle to our example.

What circumstances led you to 
this idea or argument?

Morale has been decreasing, as has productivity. A change is 
needed to stop the downward slide. 

What supporting evidence do 
you have?

Productivity statistics have shown a clear decline. There is a 
marked increase in absenteeism. The amount of work that needs 
to be re-done is increasing, and customer complaints are rising.  
I need to provide graphs/data showing this.

What are the  
counter-arguments?

Do you show people adequate appreciation for their work? 
Have you tried alternative motivation programs?
Is it a simple workload issue? 

How do you address them?

Continued efforts to show appreciation and to motivate have not 
been successful. I have consulted with the HR department for 
advice, and have implemented more frequent one-on-ones with 
team members to discuss their stress, conflict and workload. I can 
see that people are dissatisfied, and that they need opportunities 
to innovate and collaborate. 

Tip:
When devising and presenting your idea, be sure to foresee possible 
objections and then use them to improve the idea. For example, consider 
the link between your suggestion and the impact that it will have on other 
departments within your organization.

Action:
Explain the context of your idea in the table on the next page, and provide 
supporting evidence.



Put Your Idea Into Context

What circumstances led you to this idea?

What supporting evidence do you have? List it in order of priority.

What counter-arguments could be made against your proposal? 

How are you going to address them?
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Action:
Review your notes from chapters 3, 4 and 5, and identify the messages 
that you need to build into your presentation. Write these in the 
box below.
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It’s not always easy to present an idea persuasively. But you can significantly 
increase your chances of success by using the Rhetorical Triangle.

With each small win, you’ll start to gain a reputation for having great ideas, 
and you’ll find it easier to sell them. Conversely, if you fail to consider your 
audience, to connect with its needs credibly, and to deliver both practically 
and emotionally, you’ll find it increasingly difficult to sell your ideas, no matter 
how good they are. 
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6. Can I Have Your Attention, Please?

Now that you’ve thought about how to prepare your message, you 
need to choose the right words to sell your idea.

Advertisers know that simply presenting the information isn’t 
enough. You need to get people’s attention and interest, persuade 

them, and then motivate them to take action. 

To set up a persuasive pitch or presentation, use the acronym AIEDA, or 
Attention, Interest, Evidence, Desire, Action. Traditionally, this idea has been 
known as AIDA, but marketing-aware people increasingly include the “E.”

Attention (or Attract) 
•	 Use powerful words to catch people’s attention. 
•	 Immediately state your recommendation, so your audience knows 

what to expect, and people can listen for the arguments as you go along. 

Example: 

Morale and productivity is low. We need a shake-up! I want to reorganize my 
department so that people get real job satisfaction from their roles, and work 
hard as a result. 

Interest 
•	 Provide the relevant information at the beginning. 
•	 Briefly summarize the context.

Example: 

Short-term absenteeism has increased. Our department is suffering from 
a lack of motivation, and my team members are telling me that they’re 
frustrated in their jobs. They want the opportunity to innovate!
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Evidence
•	 Provide hard data to back up your claims. 
•	 Assess and report the financial impact.
•	 Develop a timetable for implementation, where possible.

Example:

Studies show that matching employees’ skills and interests to their work 
improves performance. When people are unmotivated, they  can be 
disruptive. This has happened with my team. Absenteeism has increased by 
15 percent in two years, and complaints have doubled. My plan to reorganize 
is based on a careful examination of each employee’s strengths. It will take 
place over the next four months and will result in a much happier and more 
dynamic team.

Desire
•	 Appeal to personal needs and wants (emotional benefits). 
•	 Explain the consequences of not accepting your idea.

Example:

We can make an impact on the bottom line if we find a way to energize the 
team. I want to be able to help us to meet our production goals. We can 
still salvage the year if we do this reorganization now. If we don’t, we won’t 
succeed.

Action
•	  Lay out the action that you want the people listening to take.

Example:

Will you authorize the budget increase needed to make this work? 	

Action:
Think again about the idea that you’re working on, or use the example 
from page 3. Make notes for your AIEDA approach in the table on the 
following page.



AIEDA

What powerful action words and phrases can you use to get “Attention”?

How will you build “Interest”?

What “Evidence” can you offer to support this interest?

How can you encourage your audience to “Desire” what you’re offering?

How will you convince them to take “Action”?
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7. Telling a Story, Telling It Well

There is one more element to consider. You’re convinced that you have 
a rock-solid idea, and you know how to describe it, and why your 
audience should accept it. Now, you need to make a strong intuitive 
connection with your audience, so that it can fully make sense of 

your proposal. 

•	 If they could experience what you do, then they would understand your 
motivations better, as well as your rationale. But it’s not practical for your 
audience to shadow you at work – so, a compelling story is the next  
best thing. 

Stories help you to get your point across by keeping an audience’s attention, 
and by allowing it to experience (to some extent) what you and your team do. 

We tend to get caught up in rational and objective thinking, and sometimes 
forget that decisions are not made in a logical vacuum. Instead, emotions 
and subjectivity are involved. Stories help you to link your carefully planned 
arguments – the ones that you developed during this session – with 
people’s emotions.

To tell a good story, there are a few things that you need to keep in mind:

•	 Be authentic. Your audience will turn off the minute they sense that 
someone is exaggerating, or trying to manipulate them.

•	 Appeal to the five senses. Create a picture that engages people’s 
sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell, if possible!

•	 Be concise. Capture your audience’s attention as quickly as possible. 
•	 Practice your delivery. Your story must not sound rehearsed. 

However, you do need to be confident and clear when speaking, so 
have a few key phrases memorized. 

•	 Have more than one story to rely on. This will be useful if you need to 
appeal to different audiences. 

•	 Add color to your idea. Remember, stories can supplement rational 
arguments, and they don’t need to replace them. 
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Introducing Yourself
The first thing that your audience will do is to weigh up your credibility. Your 
story enables people to see how you’ve conducted yourself in the past, and 
this is much more effective than simply telling them that they should believe 
and trust you. Share your mistakes and struggles, too, as such admissions are 
a great icebreaker and build understanding of your motivation and effort.

Setting out Your Vision
When you create a “vision story,” you’re letting your audience in on the 
deeper reasons why you want your idea to succeed. Help people to see what 
impact your idea will have over the next year or so, even if that means a short-
term sacrifice. 

Defining Your Values
It’s one thing to say that you have integrity, or that you value dedication and 
honesty, but it’s quite another to explain what you mean by it. Is it acting for 
the good of the organization, even if you don’t agree with it? Or, does it mean 
doing what you believe is right? 

What about dedication? Is the person who works for the same company for 
30 years, hating every minute of it and doing a mediocre job, more or less 
dedicated than the person who changes careers six times, but puts their full 
effort into every role?

By telling a story that demonstrates how you live your values, your audience 
will start to see “where you are coming from.” It can then determine how well 
your values fit with its own, and with the organization’s. 

Action:
Create your own introduction, vision and value stories by filling in the 
table on the next page. Remember to be authentic, and to paint a full 
picture for each section. The objective is for the audience to feel as 
though it’s part of your experience. Create a vivid scene that people can 
really connect with. 



My Introduction Story

My Vision Story

My Values Story
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8. Key Points

If you want to sell an idea, you need to be able to connect with your 
audience, and to use both rational and emotional methods to persuade 
them to take the action you want.

The Rhetorical Triangle provides a great framework for understanding your 
audience, addressing their concerns, and developing compelling arguments. 

The AIEDA model can then bring shape and form to your ideas by creating the 
structure of your pitch or presentation. 

Finally, storytelling is great for connecting your facts and figures with the 
emotions and experiences of your audience. This helps people to empathize 
with you, and to build trust and understanding. 

Whether you are selling proposals to clients, or pitching changes to your 
boss, you need to have a solid understanding of how best to formulate 
your arguments. 

The three tools outlined in this Skillbook will help you to develop arguments 
to win your audience over, and build your reputation as someone who has 
ideas that should be taken seriously. 
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